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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

April 13, 1998 – 3rd Day 

General-Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan  

Case Five 

Kyogen’s Man-Up-a-Tree 

translated by R.H. Blyth 

Mumon’s Comment 

  

 Though your eloquence flows like a river, it is all of no avail.  Even if you can explain the whole 

body of the Buddhist sutras, that also is useless.  If you can answer the problem properly, you can kill 

the living, bring the dead to life.   But if you can’t answer, you must ask Maitreya when he comes. 

 

Mumon’s Verse 

 

 Kyogen really has bad taste, 

 And spreads poison limitlessly. 

 He stops up the monks’ mouths, 

 And frantically they squeeze tears out from their dead eyes. 

 

 This thing that we call a human being seems to be something that is always attaching to 

something.  No matter what your ethnicity, no matter what country you were brought up in, it seems 

as everybody is the same. Everybody is raised, having some ideology as the foundation of their being 

brought up, and they come to think that that way of thinking is the good way.  It’s easy to see, no 

matter what kind of people you look at, that group of people has their own particular special culture, 

and that culture is what is pulling them around.  If you look at an ethnic group as well, it seems as if 

they cannot have an identity as a group of people without believing in their particular culture, and 

having that particular culture be the thing which unifies them as a group.  Yesterday was Easter, and I 

imagine that Christians all celebrated Easter.  But for people who don’t believe in Easter, it had 

absolutely nothing to do with them.  So no matter what country’s people it is, no matter what ethnic 

group it is, it seems like they need something to depend on, some idea to believe in, some culture to 

unify them.  It is absolutely not an easy thing to understand someone else’s culture, or some other 

group’s ideology.  If you criticize someone else’s culture from the standpoint of your own culture, or 

your own idea, then that criticism will be off the mark.  Fights will immediately break out, because 
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people do this. They mutually criticize one another, criticize people from other cultures, using the 

standard of their own culture, their own idea, and of course they bicker about things.  But every 

nation state, every ethnic group seems to have their particular special religion.  Without particular 

cultures, particular religions, these things that we call particular nation states or ethnic groups 

wouldn’t be formed.  You can see how difficult a problem the problem of religion is. 

 So, no matter what angle you think about it from, there’s no getting around how difficult this 

koan is. 

 As long as you are fixating a culture or a religion, true peace will never be manifest.  So, this 

will sound as if we are negating usual religion, usual culture.  But children have children’s religion, and 

young adults have young adult religion, and full grown people have the religion of a full grown person, 

and old people have old people’s religion, so if it comes to pass that we negate all of these particular 

special religions, then all of those different kinds of people will be unsatisfied.  So, some way or 

another, we must find a way to recognize the positions of all of these religions.  According to 

Buddhism, that ability to recognize all of the different things is the true way of seeing of the true 

mother. 

 It’s necessary for children to have children’s religion, but children cannot remain children 

forever.  And a teenager or young adult cannot stay being a young adult.  Children become 

teenagers. Teenagers become young adults. Young adults become full adults. Full adults become old 

people. Without fixating this process is inevitable.  When one manifests the complete condition, that 

also is not fixated, and from that complete condition, one begins to deteriorate, and become older, 

more senile, until finally one can’t even sit up, one can’t even stand up, one can’t do anything for 

anyone, and one is just like a child again. 

 If we look at culture, those things which are necessary for old people are maybe not necessary 

for children, and those things that are necessary for adults, as well, are not necessary for children.  So 

the way of thinking that is manifest here is to not reject any culture, to affirm all cultures, and also not 

reject any religion, but to affirm all religions, but at the same time, to remember that the mistake is in 

fixating anything. 

 Now, in general, religion, not zen, not Buddhism, but religions in general, at least in the old days 

it was this way (I don’t know, maybe now, since things have developed and advanced so much, maybe 

this isn’t true now), but anyway, it used to be the case that in general, in religion it was not taught to 

negate the self. Self negation was not part of religion.  So the popular way of teaching was to affirm 

the self, and through that self affirmation, teach religion.  This way of religion, which affirms the self, 

which says, let’s love this self, has developed and evolved to quite a great degree.  So most people 

interpret the teaching of religion to mean that that activity of affirming the self is what will bring the 

self to salvation.  But Buddhism says, isn’t it true that if you fixate that affirmed self, then the self will 

not be able to grow, not be able to develop? 
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 But, the perspective of Buddhism is to point out that small children inevitably become 

teenagers. Teenagers inevitably become young adults. Young adults inevitably become adults, and so 

the reality is that a thing called a fixated self does not exist.  Buddhism says that the true self is never 

a fixated thing.  I think it’s fair to say that zen takes this tenet, this essential point of Buddhism, the 

most seriously of any part of Buddhism, and says that it is okay to affirm the self, but to fixate the self 

is absolutely unacceptable.  That’s why it’s so hard.  Up until now, and I know that religion in the 

modern age is developing and changing, but up until now it certainly seems to have been the case that 

most religions simply affirm the self and fixate that affirmed self. 

 But I think that people who have come to study zen already have noticed that the self which 

says "I am,” that "I am" self is an incomplete self, something that should not be affirmed 

unconditionally, something that absolutely should never be fixated, and that is why they have come to 

study zen.  But in general, the nature of incomplete selves is that even when that incomplete self 

understands intellectually that it mustn’t fixate itself, it ends up fixating itself anyway, and affirming 

that fixated self.  The reason for this tendency is because this world in which we live is a world in 

which the way of education is an extreme emphasis on affirming the fixated self. The way of education 

which insists on negating the incomplete self has all but disappeared, and so that is why it’s so difficult 

for people to grasp the true nature of their self.  But I really respect you, because without trying to 

escape or run away from this severe practice place, you have the determination to somehow or 

another grasp your true self, learn what your true self is.  So, somehow or another I'm trying to work 

at this with you. I'm trying to work at giving you an understanding, a much deeper understanding than 

you already have, of the mistake of thinking that the fixated self is your true self, the mistake of making 

that fixated self your true self, but it’s a very difficult thing, although this is what I'm trying to teach 

you. 

 Concerning this koan, I know that there are probably lots of books in bookstores that talk about 

this koan, but the kind of explanation that is found in the sort of books that are decorating bookstores, 

when I look at that sort of explanation, it seems as if that will just make it more difficult for you to 

understand, so my teisho is different.  So, going back to the very first day, let’s get back to the case 

itself, and remember that Kyogen is giving a metaphor for what it means to be a human being, the 

nature of human life. And he says that it is like climbing a tree.  So the question Kyogen is asking you 

is, what is that activity of climbing a tree?  Without really, in the beginning, grasping that this tree 

that you’re climbing is the tree which forms your self, the tree that you’re climbing is the Bodhi Tree 

itself, then there’s no way that you will be able to understand Mumon’s comment on Kyogen’s 

metaphor. 

 The Bodhi Tree is the manifestation of the complete self, so it should go without saying that the 

way the Bodhi Tree grows, the way the Bodhi Tree is, is exactly the same thing as the nature, the way 

of being of your self.  Even in Japan, and definitely in America, you can’t find comments on this koan 
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that explain to you that the tree of Kyogen is the Bodhi Tree.  But you have to interpret this tree as 

being the Bodhi Tree. That’s why I'm imploring you to really grasp what I mean by this tree being the 

Bodhi Tree. Because Kyogen is giving a teisho here as well, and Kyogen is giving a teisho on the very 

nature of being a person, and there’s no way to understand the nature of being a person unless you 

understand the tree that people climb to be the Bodhi Tree. 

 As I said before, to call this Bodhi Tree the great universe is exactly the same thing.  If there is 

even anything that you look upon as other than your self, then many and various ways of thinking will 

arise for you. You will be frightened. You will feel dissatisfied.  But, if you see everything as your self, 

then there will be nothing to be afraid of, and also there will be nothing that you will feel a need to 

conquer. 

 Everybody knows what a bad thing this desire to conquer something else is.  But, as I just said, 

if you think ... but, this way of perceiving which sees everything as your self seems impossible for 

people to do.  And because you aren’t able to do that, then you do have this desire to conquer 

others.  Everybody comes to have this will to be the one in control. They want to conquer everything 

and have everything be controlled by them.  Thinking that if they could sit in the seat of ultimate 

authority and control everything, then they will have nothing to be afraid of.  So everyone is 

suffering, wanting to become this ultimate ruler, this ultimate authority.  But even if you were to 

become this authority figure, that is not the same thing as becoming the complete self.  No matter 

what a great authority you become, you will still be tied up by the activity of living.  No matter what a 

strong authority you become, you also will not be liberated from the activity of death.  If you become 

President of the United States, then I guess you can say that you in a certain way are in control of the 

United States.  But even if you become President of the United States, the women, some of them will 

like you, and some of them won’t like you, and so how can that be called the ultimate authority?  So 

if you want to define an ultimate authority in terms of Buddhism, that would have to be the one who 

makes all love and hate, all good and evil, its content. 

 Getting back to climbing the Bodhi Tree, if you completely are able to climb the Bodhi Tree, 

completely able to harvest the Bodhi Tree, then you have made all suffering and all pleasure, all good 

and all evil your content.  The complete being is that which no longer has any good or evil.  In 

Buddhism we call this the position of the supreme being, or the almighty.  So if we are to say that God 

is a personified thing, God is a personified ultimate ruler, then in Buddhism we have to say that that 

God has made all of good, all of evil, all of the devil and all of the benevolent God, its content.  But, 

who says that? 

 The way that Buddhism defines the person that is able to say that is to say that that person is 

the one who has done the activity of growing and developing until it is no longer needed to be done, 

and also done the activity of dying until dying no longer needs to be done.  The enlightened person is 

the one who has caught the wisdom for him or her self, of no longer needing to do living, no longer 
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needing to do dying, no longer needing to do the activity of goodness, and therefore, no longer 

needing to do the activity of evil either.  If you, all of you, if you catch that wisdom for yourself, that 

means that you will be a Buddha, because a Buddha means to be an enlightened person.  Buddha is 

not something other than you.  Whenever it happens that you make all of good and evil, all of life and 

death your content, at that very moment, always, that is when the almighty, the supreme being, the 

ultimate being appears. 

 In this metaphor that Kyogen Osho gives us, he’s exactly describing the condition in which a 

newborn baby completely depends upon the mother. The newborn baby’s entire body is depending 

upon the mother, and in that state of dependency, the child is absolutely locked into nursing at the 

mother’s breast.  I went through this phase of my life myself, of being a small infant, and when I was 

nursing at my mother’s breast, there was no question about where my arms were, or where my legs 

were, because I had given my entire body to my mother.  A child, as a child, in the way a child does, 

when it is nursing at its mother’s breast, is completely experiencing the Bodhi Tree.  This condition of 

manifesting the Bodhi Tree completely is a condition in which there is no other person on the outside 

to ask a question. 

 The moment that there is a questioner outside of the Bodhi Tree, a questioner outside of this 

mother child union, then that is when the child has already developed, and is doing the activity of 

consciousness.  The condition where one is already one with the Bodhi Tree is the condition in which 

this child has no need to use his hands to grasp the branch of the tree, and has no need to use his feet 

to stand upon the tree.  But, when someone appears at the foot of the tree, when someone appears 

to ask a question, that is the state where, already the child has been put through the process of 

developing. The child has developed the activity of consciousness which recognizes a world which is 

other than the Bodhi Tree. 

 This development of consciousness is very important, and when the child develops the true 

activity of consciousness, of course the mother is overjoyed, but it’s also through this development of 

consciousness that problems come up, problems one after another.  The child develops the activity of 

consciousness, and then, here is manifest before a child, someone who asks, who are you?  Who is 

your mother?  Kyogen says all sorts of questions will arise, such as, who’s your father? 

 If the child cannot answer properly to these questions, then what is left for the child to do? His 

face, or her face, will turn bright red in embarrassment.  The child will have a doubt also, and think, 

who is this person asking me these questions?  If you don’t see the person asking you the questions 

as yourself, then deeper and deeper, you will be sunk into doubt and confusion.  To not be able to 

answer means to go more and more deeply into the world of not understanding. 

 But then Kyogen adds another condition to this metaphor, and says that if you do answer, then, 

head over heels, you will fall from the branch and die upon hitting the ground.  The way you have to 

grasp this koan, this metaphor, is as a metaphor of the process of growth. He’s talking about the 
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process of your practice, the process of your evolution. If you can’t see it in that way, then it won’t be a 

help for you in your practice. 

 The reason why I talked the way I did today is because, actually, we bumped up against 

Mumon’s comment. That’s what I'm supposed to be giving teisho on today, but I kept on thinking how 

difficult it would be for you to understand Mumon’s comment, and also, how difficult it is for me to 

actually understand Mumon’s comment, so I went back to the beginning. 

 But all of you who have developed your wisdom, and having heard teisho up until now, 

probably now you understand. 

 What Mumon is saying here is that the state in which the child is nursing, and has given its 

entire body to the mother, that state, in and of itself, is the truth, is the almighty.  What Mumon is 

saying is that, if you try to describe the condition of true love, the condition of the truth, the condition 

of true beauty, there is nothing to do except for to draw a picture of the mother selflessly giving her 

self entirely to nursing the child, and the child mutually, completely giving its whole body to nursing at 

the mother’s breast.  It doesn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman, if you see a painting like that, at 

once you forget your self, and manifest the mind, the heart of true love. 

 Then Mumon says that because this is the condition of the ultimate truth, no matter what a 

good talker you are, no matter how eloquent you are, even if your eloquence is like a river, there is not 

anyone who can explain this condition. 

 Then it goes on to say that, even if you can interpret the whole body of the Buddhist canon, it 

won’t be any use to you, and this whole body of the Buddhist canon is traditionally divided into three 

parts.  So, one way of dividing the Buddhist canon into three is to divide it into the sutras, and there 

are 84,000 different sutras, it says; and then the commentaries on the sutras, which will come out and 

say what one should do and what one shouldn’t do; and then, that would be kyo ritsu. One of the 

interpretations is, kyo, ritsu, ron; sutras, laws and commentaries, and the other way of interpreting it 

is, kyo, jyo, ei, which is, the sutras.... I'll explain tomorrow about what that interpretation is, because 

we don’t have time to explain about it today.  Anyway, so for today, we’ll just talk in general about 

the three divisions of: sutras, laws, or sila, and commentaries, and anyway, that giant body is an 

enormous body of work. 

 What Mumon is saying here is that, even for someone who has seen into this entire body of the 

teaching called Buddhism, it’s not possible for that person to explain this condition of mother and child 

nursing, or, we can say, explain the truth, or, we can say, explain the essential of dharma.  Buddhism 

is hard. That’s true, but actually, if you look at it in this way, there’s nothing easier than Buddhism. All 

you have to do is look at a painting of a mother nursing her baby, and through that, negate your self 

and manifest true love. 

 Time has come, so let’s stop here for today. 
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